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Notes on the Life and Times of a Caterpillar
Joel S. Tuhy
You're probably wondering why I7m sitting here
talking to you now.  Truth is,  I want to  tell you  all
about  myself.  My  entomologist  acquaintances  call
me   J`4cEJczcosomcz   dds5,7-Z'CZ   Hubner.    The   fact   that
everyone else calls me a forest tent caterpillar is sort
of misleading,  because  I  don't  make  silk  tents  like
some  of my  equally  illustrious  cousins  do.  I  would
like to tell you about some of the 7aC,£t,7-a,/ advantages
and disadvantages  I  have  in maintaining myself in
my niche here on the earth.
I eat leaves for a living,  lots of them.  You'1l find
my  brothers  and  sisters  throughout  most  of  the
United  States  and  Canada,  eating  the  leaves  of  a
variety ofhardwood trees. why are we successful?I
First  and  simplest,   we  caterpillars  are  blessed
with mouths  that  can  bite  and  chew  fragments  of
leaves,  and since leaves provide us with a source of
proteins   and   nutrients   and   chemicals   known   as
steroids, we find them to be ideal foods.
Our  life  cycle  and  the  forms  we  take  in  it  are
advantageous.    For   example,    the   adult   of   our
species,  which  I  will  later  become,   can  fly.   Such
flight can spread  our future generations into  areas
in which we haven't yet feasted;  if our food runs out
where I am now then we can fly, hopefully, to more
food.  And  our  adults  are  colored  inconspicuously,
so   they   won't   be   likely   to   be   trapped   for   food
themselves.  Also,  the  adults  don't  compete with us
caterpillars for our leaf-food;  in other words,  when
I  become  an  adult moth  I'm  not  going to  make  it
hard  on  next  year's  caterpillars  by  eating  a  lot  of
their food.
The eggs that our adults lay,  and from which I
hatched,  can survive  the winter  cold;  and  they are
really  cemented  together  so  they won't  come  loose
from  the twigs they are laid on.  Our female moths
are  pretty good about  laying eggs  near  a supply of
food; some insects lay eggs anywhere without regard
to what the next generation will eat upon hatching.
Our species is affected,  to our benefit,  by light.
As   we   all   know,   plant   activities   are   seasonally
regulated  by  photoperiod;  so  we  key  on  this  and
match  our  activities  to  the   activities  of  our  host
plants.  When our eggs hatch in the spring, the little
caterpillars feed on the tree buds that are beginning
to   swell.   Then   as   those   caterpillars   grow   their
appetite changes to the liking of leaves, which I eat,
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because  the  tree  also  has   turned  its  attention  to
producing a crop of leaves.
Another advantage we have,  that we share with
all  insects,   is   that  we   are   "cold-blooded,"   rather
than ha.ving to maintain a certain body temperature
(within limits of course);  so we have a wide range of
temperatures  that  we  can  live  in.   And  when  the
temperature  does  get  dangerously  hot  ot  cold  we
can  move  to  areas  in  the  tree  or  forest  that  help
counteract  the temperature,  like getting out of the
sunon a hot day.
There are many trees that we caterpillars eat the
leaves of.  This works to our benefit; for example,  if
some  of my  brothers  in  the  South  are  eating some
sweetgum leaves  and find  tha.t  there  aren't enough
in one place,  then they just switch to tupelo gum or
black  gum  or  some  oaks  there  which  are  equally
palatable, and they don't go hungry.
But  alas,  life  is  not  a  bed of aspen leaves  for  us
forest  tent  caterpillars.  For  some  reason  we  make
men mad at us so they try to stop us from eating our
leaves.  But we have had problems long before men
invaded   our   native   woods.   Such   natural   disad-
vantages to life are several.
For   one   thing,    the   weather   doesn't    always
cooperate.  Like  I  said  before  we  are  cold-blooded,
but if it gets as cold as it has some places this winter
then  we  aren't  going  to  have  as  many  little  cater-
pillars  hatching  next  spring  as  we  usually  do.  Hot
temperatures in the spring and summer can be just
as  bad  for  us  mature  caterpillars  and  the  adults,
especially  if  it  is  as  dry  as  it  has  been  here  in  the
middle-west  the  past  several   summers.   The  high
temperatures speed up our metabolisms so we need
more  water,  but  it's  hard  to  get  much  water  from
dried-out leaves.  And freezing weather in the spring
after   the   little   caterpillars   hatch   out   can   really
wreak  havoc  on  them.   You  see,  even  though  the
actual   low   temperature   may   not   kill   them,   the
suddenness  of the  drop can.  Or if the temperature
doesn't  affect  us  caterpillars  at  all  it  can  kill  the
leaves we need for food.  Last year the little ones got
lutky  on -this  account  because  the  spring  was  so
Warm.
As  if the  cold  or  heat  wasn't  enough  we've  got
other  climatic  woes.   Driving  rains  and  wind  can
knock us right off our leaves and trees; hailstones do
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the same, plus they can deliver fatal poundings to us
and/or to our leaves.
Our  voracious  appetite  sometimes  leads  to  our
undoing.  Sometimes  we'll  feed  in  huge  masses  in
hardwood  stands  and  eat  so  much  that  there  is
nothing  left.  Our  polyphagous  habit  doesn't  do  us
much  good  then;   there  could  be  plenty  of  trees
around but there are some leaves that we can't stand
to eat,  so we starve.  If zt,e caterpillars eat everything
and manage not to starve,  then the next generation
that we propagate will surely starve.
When  our  population  densities  on  an  area
really  high,   we   are  past  our  optimum   level
carrying  capacity,   if  you  will)   and   are   ripe
destruction.  Birds  and  mammals  may  eat  us,
they aren't our major enemies.
-&¬J!j
We   caterpillars   can   be   decimated   by   virus
diseases,     especially    nuclear    polyhedrosis    virus
diseases.   We  may  be  diseased  by  bacteria  or  by
pathogenic    protozoa.    Cool,    moist    springs    and
summers    may    cause    prolonged    developmental
periods   of  the  little   caterpillars;   such  conditions
make them targets for fungus diseases.  Some of my
Canadian ancestors were wiped out by an epizootic
of  the  fungus  E7,£OmO4horcl  771egCLS4er7"CI  in  1949-
l952.
We caterpillars are victims of parasites,  ranging
from  nematodes  to  hymenopterous  and  dipterous
larvae that kill us by developing inside us.  We may
also  be victims  of various  predators:  mainly  insects
and other arthropods,  plus the birds and mammals
I  mentioned earlier.  These  diseases,  parasites,  and
predators  can  not  only  strike  singly,   but  in  com-
bination as well.  Here in a native natural situation,
these   disadvantages   to   survival   would   generally
balance  the  advantages  that  we  have  that  I  men-
tioned earlier.  The reason you hear so much about
us   forest   tent   caterpillars   is   that   man   and   his
practices  have tipped the balance in our favor  and
against our enemies. Thanks.
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TREES
Trees are for people
Trees are for bears
Trees are for houses
Trees are for lairs
Trees are for forests
Trees are for lawns
Trees are for Kings
Trees are for pawns
Trees are for water
Trees are for air
Trees are for apple
Trees are for pear
Trees are for life
Trees are for good
So dous a favor
Don't knock our wood.
-Mike Cloughesy
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